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30 July 1980
Memorandum
Prepared by the Southwest Asia Analytic Center/Iran

of the National Foreign Assessments Center4:::]
25X1

THE STATUS OF I[RAN'3 NON-MUSLIM MINORITIES
25X1

Non-Muslim religious minerities fear that the continued
lack of central control and tne development of a strict
Sniite Islamic Republiec threaten thoir security despite
assurances to the contrary by the Knomeini regime. Except
- for tnhe Banais, however, members of Iran's noen-Muslim
religious communities seem to be relatively safe as long
as they are not identified with internal oeor external
forces seen as a tnreat to the Khomeini regime.
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T'ne small non-Muslim Iranian religious communities --
Jews, Cnristians, Zorcastrians, and Bahais -- have watcned the
cocurse of tne Islamic revolution and 1its current plans for a
"eultural revolution"™ with cencern. But, although tnere is
considerable prejudice in Iran against members of any etnnic or
religious group tnat is a local minority, there continues to be
little evidence that any group, with tne exception of tne Bahnais
- and possibly the Anglicans -- i3 being systematically
narassed. Members of minority communities who emigrate almost
always express their concerns in general terms relating to the
fervor of Ayatollah Khomeini's followers. Although minority
community members are now being regarded with more suspicion by

tneir Shiite neighbors, fe igree can _show evidence of
specific acts of persecution. 25X1

Political and religious leaders have given public and
private assurances that the rights of the Tews, Cnristians, and
7oroastrians will be protected. The Bahais do not receive such
guarantees. Shunned by mest Muslims and a tr=ditional target for
conservative Snias, tne Banais have becmme ev-n more vulnerable
uander tne Knomeini regime.

Members of the non-Muslim minority communities realize
that it will be some time before the central government can exert
its autnority throughout Iran and control the activities of the
local groups that have taken it upoen tnemselves to harass the
religious minorities. They alsc are concerned that, witn
Ayatollan Knomeini's 1increased emphasis on the Islamization of
Iran and the potential for even more anarcny after he dies, that
no government in Tehran would intervene decisively to aid a
minority group. E::
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[ran under Ayatollah Khomeini knows no equality of
religioen, but freedom of belief and cultural autonemy are
guaranteed. Although the President and high civil servants must

be members of the official, Shia, religioen, representation in the
parliament is also guaranteed to the "official"™ minerities in the
constitution:

[ne Iranian Zoroastrians, Jews and Christians are the
only recognized minorities, whoe, within the limits of the
law, are free to perform their religious rites and

ceremonies, and will act 1in persenal matters and
religious teachings in accordance with their religious
regulations. Principle 13

According to the Qoran, the Islamic Republican Government
of JIran and the Muslims are bound to treat non-Muslims
with geod moral cenduct and Isl-mic justice, and to
observe thneir fundamental rights. This principle will be
applicable to those who do not become invoelved in anti-
[slamic activities and 1in conspiracies against the
Islamic Republic of Iran. Principle 14

7orecastrians and Jews will each have one representative
to tne National Consultative Assembly, the Assyrian and
Cnaldean Christians will togethner have ene
representative, and the Armenian Christians of the north
and soutn will each elect one representative...

Principle Al

I'ne representatives of the minorities will take the oathn
{as a3 member of the Assembly) by mentiening the name of
tneir holy book... Principle 67

25X1

Ranais

A campaign against the Bahais began in Iran before the
fall of the Shah's regime as his last governments attempted to
appear more acceptable to the cleriecs in the hope of forestalling
tne revolution. Since late 1978, Bahais have been dismissed from
government and military positioens; their homes, religious centers
and scnocls nave been attacked or apprepriated; their bank
accounts nave been frozen. Some have been killed or executed,
largely because of tneir é%xhiefs; gtn~rs have been forced to
"convert" to Sniism.

lnere is no reason to expect that the situation of the
Ranais will improve significantly under *he XKhomeini regime. The

Ranais -- estimated by their leaders at "a few hundred thousand"

last spring -- are seen as Shia heretics whose religious beliefs

are not derivea from divine revelation as are Islam, Judaism, and
25X1
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Cnristianity. Ine Snah's relatively tolerant attitude toward
them led to the popular view that the Bahais were associated with
the excesses of his regime, especially those of SAVAK. lney are
\also accused of links with Israel by pro-Xnomeini activists.

25X1

Cnristians

[he most recent estimates indicate there are about one
and a nalf million Christians in Iran: around 100,000 Assyrians
and most of thne remainder Armenians. With the exceptioan of the
Anglicans, as a group, they do not seem to have suffered severely

from tne excesses of the Islamic revolution. Tnhe future of
Cnristian schools -- which have been ordered to close -- is not
brignt, however, and their permanent closure would have a
strongly negative effect on tne morale of the Christian

communities. The schools have problems not so much because they
are run by tne Christian community, but because they are seen as
centers of western intluence and because some of them were well
known for educating the children of members of the Shah's regime.
“nristian nospitals in Esfahan and Shiraz were approprieiﬁa by

local committees a year ago. [:::::::]

Tne Iranian Cnristians may have escaped the attention of
tne pro-Knomeini zealots because they are mainly artisans,
workers, and farm laborers who are well integrated into the
society. They have a strong sense of community solidarity and are
not objects of envy or jealousy. Leaders o¢f the Christian
communities have urged their people to assume a low-profile and

not to beoom£5i$entified with criticism of the Knomeini regime.

In tne past, both Armenians 3nd Assyrians have been
special targets of Soviet propaganda ana tne Tudeh Party has been
well represented among tnem. I[f the Khemeini regime should turn

against tn ro-Sovi le f o it

targets, 25X1
25X1

Jews

Tne obvious antipathy - of the Khomeini regime toward

[srael and its support of Palestinian goals -- as well as the
prospect of prolonged political and economic uncertainty -- have
25X1
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Fled the Iranian Jewish coemmunity tm25xﬁaubt its place in a
conservative Islamic Republic.

In the weeks before the Shah fell, an estimated 8,000 to
10,000 Jews left Iran and the emigration has continued.
Accoraing to emigres and Jewish organiz-~*ions, practically all of
the poorer Jews have emigrated te Isr-el, leaving only the very
wealthy or the small and medium sScale businessmen and their
families. Some ~- primariiy businessmen -- have returned after
settling their families abroead. Estimates of the current size of
the Jewish community wvary from 35,000 to 75,O0025x1ith the
majority living in Tehran and Shiraz.

Tnere does not seem to be any official policy of
diserimination or persecution of Jews 1in Iran, but isclated
instances nave kept the community on edge, especially 1in Tehran
and Sniraz. Some Jewish bureaucrats have been purged from
government positions and posts in private businesses, but thne
Jewish business community itself has suffered no more difficulty
tnan have other elements of the commercial sector, Jewish
businessmen passing through Western Europe have told 1local
officials that the shertage of goods in Iran has presented
'unusually profitable oppert:imities to businessmen who have large
inventories. 25X1

T'wo Jews have been executed for alleged association with
Israel and "Zionist conspiracies"; 120 te 120 remain under arrest
without charge. An elderly woman was murdered in Shiraz in May
11970, Because of their assoeciatioens with trade, industry, and
financing, Iranian Jews often fall inte a category of individuals
1-- regardless of religious affiliation -- whose activities
receive an exceptionally critical investigation from the
conservative Islamic authorities. Unfortunately, even when the
investigation is centered on such activities, Jews are often also
--3eemingly almost as a matter of rou“ine -- accused of support

for Isreal and 7ionism. \

. NDespite tneir concerns, there apparently 1is still a
noticeable bhelief among TIranian Jews tnat Ayatollah Knomeini
intends to follow through on tne constitution's guarantees of

relisiocus freedom.,
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Zoroastrians
Tne community -- of 20,000 to 0,000 1living mainly in
fenran ~-- is worried about its prospects under the I[slamic
Republic, but there has been ne eviden~~ of trouble. About 1,000
-= primarily tne most wealthy -- left Tran during the revolution,

but by April 1979 they nad begun to return. After meeting with
Ayatollan Knomeini 1last year, one 7oroastrian leader commented
that nis benevolent attitude was probably due to a complete 1lack
of knowledge about their beliefs. The 1leader noted that he
himself was facing personal hardships, btut because he had been 2
member of tne National Assembly under the Shah's regime. { |

Zoroastrian leaders have said there has been noe violence
evern  at temples located in "disturbed" areas and their people
nave not been afraid to attend services. They did note that
several 7oroastrians have been dismissed from their government
posts. [t 1s not clear, however, tnat they suffered because of
tneir beliefs or whether they were ousted in purzes of old-line
bureaucrats,
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